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THE ANARCHISTS AND THE PRESIDENT. 

BY CHARLES JOHNSTON, BENGAL CIVIL SERVICE (RETIRED). 



Just a year ago, in a study of Nihilism and Anarchy, a 
comparison was drawn between the great Russian movement of 
twenty years ago and the present condition of international un- 
rest, with its series of sensational attacks against the rulers of 
states, whether monarchies or republics. During that brief 
period of twelve months there have been added to the already 
long list of homicidal attempts three more crimes against the 
heads of states: Sipido's shooting at the King of England, the 
almost maniacal attack on the German Emperor, and, finally, the 
tragedy at Buffalo — all in line with the previous outbreaks of 
anarchical passion, which had as their instruments Caserio, 
Luccheni and Bresci, and as their victims the French President, 
the Austrian Empress, and the King of Italy. Unhappily, this 
regular progression in violence is a fulfillment of a prophecy 
embodied in the essay above mentioned : that, as the causes which 
engender anarchy were increasing rather than decreasing, no ces- 
sation of these wild outbursts was to be expected or could rea- 
sonably be hoped for. Recent events show that this is tragically 
true still; the causes which make for anarchy are waxing rather 
than waning. 

A main difference between the great movement which culmi- 
nated in the Nihilism of the Russian Terrorists and the present 
spread of anarchy was then pointed out : the abundance of intel- 
lectual force and culture among the Russians — visible not less in 
the writers of that movement, like Hertzen, Stepniak and Kropot- 
kin, than in the workers, like Bakunin, Vera Zassulich, Sophie Pe- 
rovskaya, Geliaboff, and so many others — so strongly contrasted 
with the evident ignorance and intellectual poverty of unfortu- 
nates like Bresci, Sipido, Caserio and Luccheni. This difference 
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in moral equipment as was natural led to a wide difference in 
method. The Russian movement was marvelously organized, 
with a strong central Executive Committee, regular officers, and 
a system of correspondence and communication almost as com- 
plete as the bureaucracy of the Russian government against 
which it had proclaimed war. The anarchists seem to be without 
any close affiliation or defined plans, or any clear conceptions for 
the future beyond their lurid Utopian dreams. 

In reality this lack of organization, this poverty of intel- 
lectual light and leading, makes the working of anarchy very 
much more formidable. The sporadic occurrence of anarchical 
passion in so many different lands, under such contrasted forma 
of governments, points to conditions far more serious and dan- 
gerous than the successful propaganda of a few masterful spirits. 
This movement is not the outcome of the genius of a few Hertzens 
and Bakunins; it is the tragical harvest of ancient seeds of evil 
sown long ago in medieval Europe and now coming to life and 
growth not only in Europe but in America. For those who 
have eyes to see, and not merely wrath to denounce, these terrible 
outbreaks are but the visible signs of conditions very widespread, 
conditions of terrible hardship and oppression, even of grinding, 
heartbreaking suffering; and it is impossible not to look forward 
with the gloomiest apprehension to the results of these conditions 
in the future and even more to the results of the widespread 
cry for vengeance which the outbreaks of anarchy have evoked. 

We gain our first clear insight into the causes of anarchy 
when we consider the nationality of its militant apostles. Case- 
rio, Luecheni, Bresci, Sipido — all Italians — are but the most 
desperate and despairing sons of a nation whose peasants have 
long suffered and at this moment suffer almost measureless 
deprivations, exactions and oppressions. Writer after writer has 
described for us with that unanimous testimony which is the 
voice of truth itself the degradation, spiritual, moral and ma- 
terial, of the Italian peasants and working classes; the wretched 
hovels they dwell in amid squalor and filth, the foul food which 
they are driven to as sole means of sustenance, the grinding 
oppression of the system under which they live, compelled out 
of the meagre pittance they wring from the overtaxed earth to 
support two great classes in idleness and luxury — the land owners 
and the administrators — officeholders multiplied indefinitely, for 
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the salaries they are to receive, not for the services they are to 
render. Eead the horrible pictures of peasant life which 
d'Annunzio has painted. Compare them with the vignettes of 
squalid misery occasionally inserted by Marion Crawford among 
his magnificent portraits of princes and grandees of Quirinal or 
Vatican, and one is filled with horror and despondency to think 
that twenty centuries of Christianity in the oldest of Christian 
countries have done so little to mitigate this boundless suffering; 
that human beings with hearts and souls like ourselves can be 
condemned to such seemingly issueless misery. It is the old bad 
division into masters and serfs continued by evil fate into our 
modern world of freedom and humane liberty for all; it is the 
grasping selfishness of those who will not work contriving by a 
hundred artifices to fix themselves parasite-like on the lives of 
those who toil. The earth, mother of all and ready to render 
sustenance to all, is by force of arms monopolized by a few pow- 
erful families, who do not till the land themselves and only allow 
their fellow men to sow and reap on condition of servitude — 
the payment of never-ceasing tribute — for which nothing is given 
in return. 

Besides this first tribute to the "land owners, there is the 
second tribute to the administration; and this double levy the 
Italian peasant, had he the best will in the world, is simply 
unable to pay, or is able to pay only at the cost of such suffering 
and hardship as reduce him to the level, or below the level, of a 
beast of burden. We are accustomed to the spectacle of Italian 
immigrants, poor, illiterate, unkempt, furtive; we must remem- 
ber that only the most vigorous emigrate, and from the condition 
of these we can infer the misery of those who are left behind. 
Their passionate love of their fair motherland leads many to 
return; they can do this the more easily because the almost 
universal poverty around their homes enhances their savings to 
the position of comparative wealth. 

The mention of immigration reminds us that we ha,ve here a 
very delicate barometer of the poverty of European countries, a 
gauge whereby we can estimate the intensity of the struggle for 
life in those older lands to which our whole white population 
may look back as their original homes. Thus the famine in 
Ireland brought almost two million immigrants from that coun- 
try within a few years. The increase of commercial competition, 
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added to military burdens, then gave the palm to Germany. Now 
Italy leads, sending nearly a hundred thousand immigrants yearly 
to our shores. When we think of the long struggle with poverty 
which must precede the determination of a passionately home- 
loving people to sell all their possessions and seek refuge across 
the seas, we have an index of the condition of peasant life in 
Italy, a window through which we can see at work the forces 
which engender desperate anarchists like Caserio, Sipido, Bresci 
and Luccheni. 

Next after the Italians the Slavs, including Poles, Bohemians 
and Slovaks, are the most numerous contingent among our pres- 
ent immigrants. As yet they are only half as numerous as the 
Italians, but they are already as numerous as the Germans and 
Irish together — a striking proof of the shifting of storm-pressure 
in the Old World. From this Slavonic contingent the actors in 
the Buffalo tragedy seem to have been entirely drawn. Here is a 
new page in the history of anarchy, very strongly reminiscent of 
the old Nihilist days. We have the same types of personalities 
and names — Polish, Slovak, Eussian, or Jewish — which Nihilism 
made us so familiar with; the same super-excited, inflammable 
temperaments, half-dreamer, half-revolutionary, and the same 
real misery as the underlying cause and motive-power. For it 
has become very evident that these masses of Italian and Slavonic 
immigrants sent forth from their motherlands by the grinding 
deprivations of their lives have brought with them not only their 
languages and mental idiosyncrasies, but the whole psychic at- 
mosphere of their homes ; so that we have districts of Poland and 
Bohemia and Italy with all their bitter memories caught up, as 
it were, and carried bodily through the air to this country. The 
impress of oppression has worn too deep to be easily cast off, and 
the difficulty of establishing themselves in a new country is often 
construed by them as a continuation of the old bad forces which 
drove them forth from their homes. Therefore, we see that the 
anarchists of this country, and especially those of the class to 
which Czolgosz belongs — Slavs, Polish and Eussian Jews — are in 
no sense a product of American conditions, but rather a growth 
transplanted from the Old World, where they were engendered 
not through any diabolic malice of their own, but as the result 
of dreadfully burdensome conditions of life, steadily accumulated 
and added to since the red days of medieval Europe. 
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It is a startling reminder to us of the endless complexity of 
life in the United States — this presence among us of numberless 
miniatures of older European lands, clinging to their own tongues 
and customs, and still haunted by wraiths and vampires that 
drove them forth from their homes. The States are, indeed, 
nothing but such a composite, a congeries of fragments broken 
from Britain, Germany, Italy, Ireland — every land in the Old 
World. Bringing with them their contribution of new inhabi- 
tants, they have brought with them not less their store of old 
evils, their scars burned into heart and mind., their old furtive 
habits of fear and the thirst for vengeance on the oppressor. In 
two or three generations this inherited virus will wear itself out, 
and we shall have a new race with new vital forces drawn from 
our prolific and teeming land, and cherished by the spirit of 
humane and generous liberty which is the deep inspiration of the 
New World. The welcome which this country has given to the 
oppressed of every nation will be amply repaid, and the pressure 
of example will slowly, but not less surely, lighten the heavy bur- 
dens of those who remain behind, unable or unwilling to cross 
the ocean and seek new homes on virgin soil. We shall not talk 
in a spirit of silly vanity of beating Europe in competition, but, 
remembering that one or another part of Europe is the mother- 
land of each and all of us, the home of our fathers for countless 
generations, we shall view the old lands more generously, and 
therefore more justly, ready to give rather than to receive, and 
seeing that true pre-eminence consists in worthy service. 

These islands of the Old World, therefore, thus transplanted 
to our midst, with the murky clouds still hanging about them, 
are the hotbeds of anarchy in this country, and in every ease 
those among whom the anarchical spirit is strongest are the 
sons and daughters of races which have most heavily suffered, 
ground down under injustice and oppression. Poles, robbed of 
their place and nation, forced to lose their own character and 
blend themselves with Russians, German or Austrian Teutons 
and Magyars, have within them the gnawing hunger for national 
life and the free expression of their peculiar genius ; their worm 
dieth not, and their fire is not quenched; with their strong and 
excitable imaginations, their vivid fancy and quick, passionate 
tempers, they are like tinder only waiting for the spark to kindle 
them to revolt — revolt against the whole world and the system 
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which has fallen with such crushing weight upon their own land ; 
or Jews from the ghettos of Eastern Europe, sore with unnum- 
bered slights and degradations, feeling themselves looked down 
upon and shunned, and feeling, too, within them the rare genius 
and fire of their most gifted nation, their nervous, over-sensitive 
natures easily wrought up to frenzy by the memory of old evils 
or the picture of fancied wrongs; or sons of Italian peasants, 
looking back to the hovels and squalor they have left behind, and 
feeling the keen degradation still resting upon their kindred at 
home — these are the men and women from whom the anarchist 
centers are recruited, who make up the groups we hear so much 
of in these days, the anarchist clubs seemingly found in every 
chief city of the Union. 

What, then, is the remedy for all this? Shall it be drawn 
from the Old Testament or the New? Shall we try once again 
the bad old law of retaliation — eye for eye and tooth for tooth — 
formally and categorically repealed in the Sermon on the Mount, 
or shall we take the better way, the way of generous sympathy, 
and, seeing the source of anarchy in the boundless oppression and 
injustice of systems still lingering in the Old World, shall we 
also see the cure in steady progress in humanity and enlighten- 
ment, in mutual understanding and help, in the idea that emi- 
nence consists not in wealth but in the service of ©there — the 
one and only patent of true nobility? 

It is a frightful thing to see such outbreaks of homicidal 
violence on the part of the poor and unprivileged, the neglected 
and oppressed of the earth, as we had in the attacks on the 
French President, the Austrian Empress, the Kings of Italy and 
England, the Emperor of Germany, and now the President of 
the United States. But even more shocking, more discreditable 
to our humanity, more unworthy of our twenty centuries of Chris- 
tian faith, is the almost universal cry for vengeance, for the in- 
fliction of cruel and inhuman penalties on those who perpetrate 
these crimes, for their extermination, as though they were evil 
beasts and not immortal souls — blinded and sinning, it is true, 
but not the less immortal. That outcry is the real anarchy, the 
real and formidable evil. The failure to see that these unhappy 
plotters of violence are the victims of evils from which we have 
happily escaped, the failure to see that it is our duty to help 
them and the whole class from which they spring — the servile 
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class in all European lands, and especially in those lands which 
have suffered most — the failure to deal generously even in imagi- 
nation and understanding, if not in act with these unprivileged 
ones, and the cowardly cry for revenge, for blood, for extermina- 
tion of these poor creatures — this is true anarchy, and a most 
formidable menace for the days to come ! 

It was just this spirit of panic cowardice masquerading as a 
fine sense of justice which drove the Eussian Nihilists into fren- 
zies of crime, into cruel and atrocious retaliations. And we may 
say, with the certainty of seeing our words made good by facts, 
that the same fierce and cruel spirit of repression will bring forth 
the same evil fruit once again, that violence will engender vio- 
lence, that hate will sow the seeds of hate. Generous human 
sympathy is the one and only cure for human evil, and no craven 
fear for our own comfort and well-being should chill our hearts 
and check that sympathy. Thus only shall we escape the doom 
pronounced on those who, through vileness, make the great be- 
trayal. If it was the panic fear of the Eussian administra- 
tion which drove the Terrorists to their fiercest excesses, not less 
was it the serene and quiet courage of Alexander III. that re- 
stored health to the body politic of Eussia. And so it will be 
again. Every real and sincere attempt to lighten the burden of 
those who toil, to see their lives as we see our own, to make 
allowance and deal generously, is a step toward the eradication of 
anarchy. Every deed of violence in the outraged name of justice 
breeds anarchy, and is anarchy itself. 

The thought that human wrong can be righted by new wrong, 
that violence and oppression are cures for social ills, is anarchy 
itself, whether it be embodied in some hunted fugitive of justice, 
or in the person of one sworn to administer justice. Hatred 
ceases not by hatred. Hatred ceases only by love. On whom is 
it most incumbent to remember this— on the unprivileged alien, 
son of a race for ages downtrodden and oppressed, or on those 
who have every gift of prosperity and culture, on whom fortune 
seems to have poured forth all her treasures? The really gloomy 
and formidable fact called forth by the recent anarchist out- 
breaks is not the spread of revolutionary ideas amongst the 
masses, but the spirit of anarchy amongst those who have every 
privilege, their appeal to violence as the cure for violence, their 
cry for vengeance, for cruel and exemplary punishments of those 
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who already have suffered much. What is the difference in spirit 
between these three — the anarchist who thinks the dagger and 
the bullet will right human wrongs, the prosperous person who 
cries out for vengeance and violent death as the cure for anarchy, 
and the citizen who takes the law into his own hands and lynches 
some negro guilty or suspected of assault, torturing him with a 
fiendish cruelty which no anarchist has ever been guilty of? Is 
not the same spirit present in all three? 

While the horrible anarchy of negro-burning remains as a 
stain upon the United States we would do well to speak less of 
anarchists brought here from the older countries across the seas. 
The methods of these are merciful compared with the fiendish 
cruelty of the stake thus frightfully revived in our own days; 
while the claim that the individual may take the law into his own 
hands and inflict the death penalty without the law makes an- 
archists of both lyncher and assassin alike. If cruelty and vio- 
lence be resorted to as the cure for anarchy, we shall have instead 
of the hoped-for cure a fresh crop of violence and cruelty, fresh 
outbreaks more frequent and more widespread, until some man 
of true courage and wide vision arises, as Alexander III. arose 
in Nihilist -haunted Eussia — some man who, in a generous and 
wise spirit, shall set himself to remedy those ills through which 
anarchists are bred, and thus with the cause of the disease shall 
take away the symptoms, bringing peace to the nations and to 
himself lasting honor among the great ones of the earth. 

Charles Johnston - . 



